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A CONSIDERATION OF THE FRAGMENT OF THE BRONZE

EPITAPH OF GYOKI AS COMPARED WITH THOSE OF THE

MANDORLA OF THE PRINCIPAL ICON OF THE NIGATSUDO
HALL AT TODAI-J1 TEMPLE

YOSHIZAWA SATORU

Buddhism among the populace, and having led social welfare projects working to aid

the poor and building bridges and reservoirs, he was lauded as a bodhisattva (Jpn.
bosatsu). The Nara National Museum possesses a fragment from the epitaph of Gyoki (color
photo 1). It is called an epitaph (boshi %%i&), but it is in fact a part of a bronze container that
served as the outer case that held a silver reliquary in the shape of an ewer (sharihei F3FIjK)
that held the remains of Gyoki. It is now an inverse triangle 10.7 centimeters in height on
whose surface 18 Chinese characters are incised. Through an analysis and examination of this
small fragment, this article considers those who created Gyoki’s tomb and his followers in gen-
eral (who were said to have numbered over 3000).

According to an examination of the fragment of the epitaph by fluorescent x-ray analysis,
the metallic content is approximately copper 85%, tin 1.5%, arsenic 4.1%, and lead 6.2%; gold
was only detected on the surface, demonstrating that it is characterized by having a relatively
high lead content. Many air bubbles were observed in a cross section, and as these are flaws
that lessen the metal’s strength, it is clear that the metal-casting technique was not advanced.
Moreover, I confirmed that the characters were incised with a chisel after it was gilded, which
is the opposite of the normal process used for epitaphs and in metalworking.

As for comparative source materials, when the fragments of the halo-like mandorla (Jpn. ko-
hai) of the principal icon of the Nigatsudo hall at Todai-ji temple (in the collection of Nara
National Museum) were analyzed, they proved to be nearly pure copper, with copper making
up 92.5% of the constituent metal. There were no air bubbles in a cross section, and it was
confirmed that the incisions were made after the gilding process, as was the standard practice
at the time. It is clearly unlike the fragment of the epitaph of Gyoki. The chief icon of the
Nigatsudo was produced by a state workshop charged with repairing Todaiji, and in contrast
we can hypothesize that the fragment of epitaph of Gydki was produced in a private workshop.

A record states that the tomb of Gyoki had a large stone case containing a bronze container,
gilt-bronze container, and a silver reliquary in the shape of an ewer. This four-fold structure
and careful burial was not merely that of a tomb, but matched the foundation of a stupa to
enshrine a Buddha relic. I surmise that that the disciples of Gyoki devised it, keeping in mind
the enshrining of Buddha relics in pagodas during the 7th century. Furthermore, in the construc-
tion of the substantial containers, we can imagine the investment of assets and technology by
a wealthy local clan that worshiped Gyodki as a bodhisattva. The Sugawara-dera where Gyoki
met his end was a temple constructed in the territorial base of the Haji clan. The Haji were
a clan that had been involved in the construction of tombs and pottery, and it can be hypothe-
sized that their technology may have also been used in the construction of Gyodki’s tomb.

G yoki (668—749) was a Buddhist monk who lived during the Nara period. He spread
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